WHY I ASSISTED IN WAR                             55
I would not hesitate to advise those who would bear arms
to do so and fight for the country.
Young India, 17-11-21
, By enlisting men for ambulance-work in South Africa
and in England, and recruits for field service in India, I
helped not the cause of war, but I helped the institution
called the British Empire in whose ultimate beneficial
character I then believed. My repugnance to war was as
strong then as it is today; and I could not then have, and
would not have, shouldered a rifle. But one's life is not a
single straight line ; it is a bundle of duties very often
conflicting. And one is called upon continually to make
'one's choice between one duty and another. As a citizen
not then, and not even now, but a reformer leading an
agitation against the institution of war, I had to advise
and lead men who believed in war but who, from coward-
ice or from base motives or from anger against the British
'Government, refrained from enlisting. I did not hesitate
to advise them that, so long as they believed in war and
professed loyalty to the British constitution, they were in
duty bound to support it by enlistment. Though I do not
believe in the use of arms, and though it is contrary to
the religion of ahimsa which I profess, I should not hesi-
tate to join an agitation for a repeal of the debasing Arms
Act which I have considered amongst the blackest crimes
of the British Government against India. I do not believe
in retaliation, but I did not hesitate to tell the villagers
near Bettiah four years ago that they who knew nothing
of ahimsa were guilty of cowardice in failing (to defend
the honour of their womenfolk and their property by force
of arms. And I have not hesitated, as the correspondent
should know, only recently to tell the Hindus that, if they
do not believe in out and out ahimsa and cannot practise
it, they will be guilty of a crime against their religion and
humanity, if they fail to defend by force of arms . the